Midlife is an age of crisis according to many authors, as it sets the subject up against the inevitability of the ageing process, loss, and the limitedness of life. Most authors view midlife as an age of crisis where everything can be staked back into the game. But some other authors have highlighted how midlife is characterised by a new burst of creativity, by new object investments and by a redressing of the balance between narcissism (which decreases) and object investments for which a larger share of the libido becomes available. The Author thinks that it seems worthwhile to make a distinction between midlife, as indicative of a phase of life, and maturity, construed as a psychic position which is relatively independent of age. Therefore, she explores the creativity area of the trans-generational transmission, quoting some psychoanalysts and poets, and introducing a clinical example of the mourning process for losses inherent in the passing of time and the development of tolerance capacities to deal with a change in the balance between the libido and narcissism.
existence when understood in its wider sense of a capacity to bring thought, or a new and original project, to light in any branch of knowledge or of life.
What is the origin of creativity, according to psychoanalysis? Is there a 'mature' creativity, distinct from a 'juvenile' form of creativity? And if this is the case, can we detect an awareness of the ability, or responsibility, to receive and pass on a legacy of knowledge across generations in this mature manifestation?
Several psychoanalytic theories of maturity have been proposed, but such a vast corpus of literature can scarcely be reviewed here. I shall have to limit myself to observe with Freud that wecould think of creativity as the derivative of the working through of an absence, which posits that the genesis of thought is in the working through of grieving, as Freud's story of the fort/da child's game shows.
However, the energy aspect is never wholly absent from Freud's thinking, that is to say, there is never any lack of reference to the libido and libidinal investments in objects. For Freud, mourning is "normally" terminated with the libido re-investing in the external world and objects. Thus, Freud accounts for some aspects of the force and intensity of investments which become particularly useful when thinking about artistic creativity and its trials.
Hanna Segal aligned herself with Freud on a similar stance (1991). She thought creativity was linked to our capacity for reparation. In other words, Segal thought that the work of the artist is to search for reparation in the face of the human capacity for destruction, which means addressing schizo-paranoid and depressive anxieties while accepting losses and separation.
From these theoretical considerations, one thing appeals to me as a particularly valid hypothesis: that the artist's psychic work is actually reproduced in the recipient of the work of art, albeit in a partial and attenuated form. Thus, the recipient of art (who could be a reader, a spectator or a visitor) obtains a benefit from the work of art that can be worked through this individual's anxieties.
This harks back to a theory of great antiquity, the Aristotelian doctrine of catharsis, or the purification of the passions in the spectator of tragic drama. This is given new life on psychoanalytic principles. Aesthetic consumption becomes an evolutionary stage: if not exactly therapeutic, it at least allows a re-integration of parts of the self.
While working on overcoming mourning, Ilany Kogan in The Struggle Against Mourning
(2007) explored creativity as a form of resilience that lets us surmount severe trauma and, in a sense, work it through, from the recognition of projective identifications and pathological contents deposited within the unconscious of descendants of collective trauma victims.
I will not pursue here this fascinating topic, the difference between young artists and mature ones, who are 'mature' in the sense that they are now middle-aged. This is a theme that Elliott Jaques has dealt with and which, as is well known, is what Dante Alighieri's "Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita" (Inferno, Canto I, verse 1) refers to, the life crisis of the thirty-fifth-
year.
There is evidence to support the hypothesis that artistic maturity is comparatively unconnected with chronological age and this holds true whether we regard maturity as a formal capacity, which is special and specific, depending on the author's creative or artistic field of action, or if we review maturity from the standpoint of the contents that are expressed -if we agree with the traditional division between form and contents in aesthetic theory.
Many examples could be mentioned in support of this thesis. It will suffice to recall two poets who understood how to evoke the absolute in their writings despite their young age.
Leopardi was 21 when he composed his sonnet, L'infinito, which is a poignant meditation on the feeling of communion with the universe, a sentiment which Freud, a century later, would describe as oceanic. Emily Dickinson was 28 when she wrote in a short poem: In painting and sculpture, especially among artists in the past, these formal changes crop up with regularity. Following a juvenile phase of apprenticeship and membership of a school of likeminded artists during which the influence of a master can be felt, transition steps full of conflicts and turbulence can be discerned while artists develop their own independent forms and themes.
Psychic maturity and trans-generational transmission
Horace ( ruled the country peoples, it will be said of me that from humble beginnings I had the power to be the first to bring Aeolian song to Italian measures.
(David West, p. 259)
The first three books of the Odes were composed between 30 and 23 BC and Horace may have died around his fifty-seventh year. In this ode, published when the poet was about forty years old, Horace moves away from the thought of human transience while allowing us to see his self-confidence and pride in his poetic artistry.
Is this narcissistic ostentation? It could be, but what a healthy sort of narcissism it must have been, if we are still reading Horace and admiring his work two millennia later! This suggests that the poet was not unjustly convinced of his capacities of communication, of making himself able to speak to us beyond his time, and, first and foremost, to be able to hand down to us a legacy of thought, an inheritance that still enriches our lives, the lives of his posteri, today! Horace's verses still teach us that one may outrace the fuga temporum through the medium of art.
It may also be, as Heinz Kohut (1992) remarked, that this is a case of creative processes inducing a transformation of narcissism (p. 97). The poet is aware of the finiteness of his life, but he also knows that his legacy is not of a material nature. Horace insists on these themes in the first lines of the ode which document that a sort of clash occurred between thoughts of destruction and death (represented by devastating rains, the raging wind, the relentless passing of time and by Libitina, goddess of funerals) and his own resistance against dissolution, or resilience, as we would perhaps say today. What Horace displays here is his trust in a life beyond the succession of centuries as something that his poetic artistry makes possible for him.
